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Author's Notes: 
| know that Christmas is still several weeks away. But it has the feeling of being a busy Christmas. So take 
some time to yourselves, pause, and remember that Christmas isn't about being as busy as possible. It's 


about slowing down and having some time to yourself. <3 


Twas the night before Christmas and all through Waybridge, people were rushing fo finish their shopping. 


A crispness hung in the air, the promise of more snow on the way. Wrapped up in thick layers and with walking 
boots on his feet and a cat on his shoulder, James had made his way from the cottage and down into the 


centre of their self-proclaimed "Christmas Town". 


And Waybridge had, as always, gone to town for Christmas. The town square, with its clock and crescent of 
shops, was awash with brightly lit wooden stalls selling everything from handmade soap to luxury hot 
chocolate. The smell of mulled cider and hot coffee was thick in the air, along with whatever had caused Blue 


to go from his usual draped-around-the-shoulders riding position to balancing on all four paws. 


"Later," James murmured as he reached out to scratch the cat's head. "We'll go and get Dave and then we'll 


get you whatever has caught your attention.” 


Waybridge's Christmas tree, wrapped in lights and dusted in freshly fallen snow, stretched into the clear night 
sky. At its base were a handful of carol singers, their voices beautiful in the fresh night air. 


James soaked up the atmosphere as he made his way to Between the Sheets. Everyone was too busy to 
bother the man with a cat on his shoulders and James enjoyed the festive atmosphere. He paused a hanaful of 


time to inspect the wares of a couple of stalls including one which was selling an array of Christmas candles. 


Weaving through tourists and locals alike, James made his way up the hill and to Between the Sheets. Lights 
blazed from every window and decorations adorned every shop, including Dave's. Stars made from old sheet 
music were strung across the window while a tree decorated with lights and music notes sat beneath the 


paper stars. 


The shop looked busy and James quietly eased the door open in order not to alert Dave. Last minute shoppers 
mingled among the racks and shelves of sheet music and gifts, all looking for that perfect gift. Dave stood 
behind the counter, looking a little dishevelled but smiling nonetheless. He greeted each and every customer 
with a wide smile and a "Did you find everything that you were looking for?" before wrapping their purchases 
and taking their money. The shop that had once looked like a money pit was now a thriving business in its own 


right. 

James stood and watched for a few minutes, taking in the sight of his boyfriend enjoying his success. Dave had 
been through many different jobs before settling on "owner of a sheet music shop". And it was Between the 
Sheets that seemed to have allowed him to settle and enjoy life. 

A departing shopper politely asked to squeeze by James and to the door. Smiling, James obliged and made his 
way to the counter. He stepped behind the long wooden obstacle, placed Blue in the office chair and placed a 
hand on his momentarily-paused boyfriend. 

Dave glanced over his shoulder and gave him a weary, yet cheery, smile. "Hey." 


"Hey. What time are you closing up?" 


Dave turned his attention back to the room full of people and shrugged. "Don't know. Whenever it slows down 


enough." 
The clock on the credit card machine read bpm. James knew that the market closed at eight. 
"How about we give it another thirty minutes to an hour. See how it goes? Because | want to take you to the 


market, get you some food, maybe some hot chocolate. And a mulled cider to bring some colour to those 


cheeks and, you know, maybe..' 


The grin that broke Dave's face was as bright as the Christmas tree. Those words was all that it took to perk 


up the younger man. 

"Maybe..?" Dave murmured. 

James just gave him a smile. "Coffee? I'll make one." 

"Please! | haven't had one for a couple of hours." 

‘Surprised you're still standing," James joked. 

"Hey! I'm not that bad," his boyfriend protested. 

"Three mugs it took you to get out of the house this morning.” 


Dave sighed and turned back to the counter. "Yeah. Okay. You win" A customer walked up and, as James turned 
to the small kitchen, he heard Dave greet them warmly. 


With mugs of steaming coffee set on one corner of the counter,James worked side by side with Dave. They 
rang up and packed orders, chatted to customers, and accepted compliments on the sweet little shop. Thick 
waves of dark hair held back by a pair of tortoise shell glasses spilled down Dave's back. His dark eyes were 
full of the promise of Christmas, of sitting in front of the fire, of exchanging gifts, of teasing the cat with 
lengths of ribbon, of falling asleep after all that they'd eaten 


Everyone who passed through the shop was in a merry mood, ready for the festive season and for spending 
time with loved ones. The atmosphere was contagious and, even though he'd been feeling pretty happy on 
stepping into the shop, James locked the door with a grin on his face. He shut off all the lights bar the ones 
on the tree, picked up his cat, and smiled at his boyfriend. 


"Ready for food and hot chocolate?" he asked. 
Dave looked positively famished and the mention of food caused his eyes to widen and his pupils to dilate. Food 
had always been the way to Dave's heart and was one of Dave's ways of expressing his love. The smoker that 


was parked in the cottage's garden was testament to that love. 


"| love Blue's coat," Dave said as they crept out of the back of the shop. "I didn't know he had a little fur 


trimmed one." 


James smiled and reached up to stroke the big grey cat's head. He was indeed dressed in a thick Santa-like 
jacket with his leash poking through a hole along the back. 


"Got it him last Christmas and never had a chance to use it." 


"Why's that?" Dave asked. 

James gave him a lopsided smile. "We were kindo..' 

Dave's mouth fell open before stretching into a smile. "Yeah. Yeah, we were, weren't we?" 

"We were indeed. Hopefully there'll be more of that this winter.” 

The younger man caught him before they stepped out onto the busy street and pressed him up against the 
wall of the shop. Despite the darkness which clouded the alleyway, there was still a gleam in Dave's eyes as he 
leaned up to give James a kiss. 

"Oh, there'll be more, James. Lots more. It's a good way to keep warm." 

With that, Dave stepped away and began to sashay down the narrow alley, hips swinging and one hand tucked 
into the back pocket of his jeans. Flustered and suddenly feeling the need to go home, James did his best to 
follow and not be distracted by his boyfriend's sassy display. 

The market was still very much open and it seemed that many other local shop-owners had done the same 
and closed up in order to enjoy the festivities. The carol singers were still in good form and their beautiful 
tones filled the air. Each wooden stall was designed to look like little alpine lodges. And with shelves of wares 


and strings of fairy lights, they looked like a picture postcard version of Christmas. 


Dave paused to wait for him and, upon stepping next to the younger man, James slid his hand into Dave's. Dark 


eyes twinkled in the lights and a gentle smile tugged at Dave's lips. 
"What would you like to do first?" he gently asked. 


Revellers and gift-buyers alike jostled around them, causing them to sway on their feet and silently 


encouraging them to join the throngs. 

"You choose," Dave softly replied. 

"You've been working all day. Your choice." 

"Food" 

At that word, the cat on his shoulders gave a soft yowl and poked a claw into an exposed piece of flesh. 


Wincing, James gingerly lead Dave into the crowds and they meandered from one stall to the next. There was 


traditional German bratwurst, pretzels, roasted almonds, candied apples, doughnuts, and an array of other 


foods that were driving the three of them wild. 


Dave finally settled on plate of crepes and they found a corner away from the crowds in order to eat. With 
paper plates dusted in icing sugar and coated in chocolate, they watched as the world passed them by. People 
laughed and sang and puffy clouds of breath hung on everyone's lips. And, in the air, hung the first sharp 


crystals of ice. 


Blue nudged at his fingers and James tore off a tiny piece of the thin pancake and offered it to the waiting 
cat. As with Dave, the offered food disappeared in less than a heartbeat and Blue was back to pestering his 


friend for more tasty morsels. 


Once they were finished, with hands dusted down and trash disposed of, Dave lead him on a merry little walk 
through the village of wooden stalls. They stopped and admired candles and ornaments and baskets of food. 
Dave bought, and stashed in his jacket, an ornament that looked like Blue before deciding that the fireplace 


would benefit from a mountain of red and white pillar candles. 
"But Blue will burn his whiskers," James softly protested. 


With a paper bag hooked over his arm and a large smile on his face, Dave turned to face him. "Has Blue been 


near the fire?" 
"Yes... 

"Did he do it again?" 
"No." 


"Well" Dave reached up to scratch the head of his shoulder riding feline friend. "He'll only investigate the 


candles once. Because you're a smart cat, aren't you, Blue? Yeah, you are." 


They weaved in and out of the slowly thinning crowds pausing only to grab a mug of mulled cider for Dave 


before pausing at the foot of the Christmas tree. 


The tree itself soared into the darkness, so tall that the star that graced its point seemed to live among the 
stars in the heavens above. Thousands of lights twinkled among the boughs and oversized gold and red baubles 


nestled amid the pine needles. 


James stared up at the tree, his breath momentarily whisked away. He had lived in Waybridge for a handful of 
years yet, despite the town's reputation for being the best place for Christmas, he had never once 
participated in the traditions. In previous years, he'd only given the tree a passing glance and have never made 


time to wander through the Christmas market. 


But Dave had drawn him out of his shell, and out of the cottage. The younger man was nestled beside him, 


sipping on his cider, and also admiring the tree. 


"Ive never really looked at the tree before," Dave mused. "| see it from my shop but I've never really stopped 


and looked at it" 


"Me neither," James replied. "This is the first time I've really spent time in the town over Christmas. 
Normally." He sighed and reached out to stroke first Blue and then Dave. "Normally | would get a home 
delivery of food and lock myself away." 


"| remember." Dave smiled softly at him. "How does Christmas feel to you now?" 


He let out a happy sigh and leaned into Dave. The younger man wound his free arm around James‘ waist and 


hugged him close. 


"Christmas feels like Christmas. It feels warm and filled with love. | hated what | had to go through to get to 
this point. But I'm so glad that we're here. That we're celebrating together. And I'd go through it all again in a 
heartbeat just to keep having moments like this." 


Tears began to prick at his eyes and James turned his attention back to the tree. The lump in his throat was 
almost painful and he struggled to keep himself composed. He'd been through so much, and given up so much. 
To finally be at a place where he felt happy and settled was still, to him, unbelievable. 


Dave's fingers whispered over his cheek and brushed away tears that he didn’t even realise were there. Lips 


followed in their wake to find the corner of his mouth. 


"You'll never have to go through that again,’ Dave whispered. "| can promise you that. | will be here until the 
end of time. And, should we find ourselves apart at any time, you'll always be able to find me at the 
Christmas tree." 


Tear still glazed his eyes as he turned and took Dave into his arms. The younger man smiled up at him, his 
hair dappled with the tree's warm lights. He slid his hands along his boyfriend's cheeks and gently tilted his 
head back 

"Thank you for being the best Christmas gift ever," he murmured. 

"Thanks for taking in this wandering stray." 

He gave Dave the gentlest of kisses, his heart melting as Dave wrapped himself around him. Neither of them 


cared about anything else, nor the eyes of those who wandered by. All that they cared about was one another 
and the bright and beautiful future that lay before them. 


